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                                        INTRODUCTION 

 

The purpose of implementing this program is to prevent the equivalent of “cemetery 

malpractice” from occurring at your cemetery.  As you know, a wrongful burial results in 

the total loss of confidence in you as a cemeterian with one and possibly two families, 

bad publicity via word of mouth or media, lost productivity and wages as you correct the 

situation, lost sales revenue from other family members effected by the wrongful burial 

and quite possibly---a lengthy, costly and emotionally draining lawsuit. 

 

This wrongful burial prevention program integrates your personnel with the lot owner 

and next of kin and will virtually eliminate this “nightmare” from occurring in your 

cemetery.  Included in this program are over one hundred suggestions for avoiding 

problems with interments.  For example, did you know that it is entirely possible to 

commit a wrongful burial even if the decedent was placed in the correct interment 

location? 

 

We will discuss how a wrongful burial should be handled should you discover that one 

has occurred in your cemetery.  We will also discuss special circumstances surrounding 

entombments, inurnments and disinterments. 

 

In addition to virtually eliminating the possibility of committing a wrongful burial this 

program will increase sales volume due to a closer relationship that will be established 

between the family service representative and relatives of the deceased.  

 

But before we get started, let’s define “wrongful burial”.  Quite simply, wrongful burial 

can be defined as an interment, entombment or inurnment that is made, for whatever 

reason, in the wrong location.  It is always the result of carelessness and simply not 

paying attention to details surrounding the pending interment, entombment or inurnment. 

 

We have all used the expression “how did they get by without the use of cell phones 

years ago?”   Well, after implementing this program at your location you will ask 

yourself the very same question regarding what we are about to undertake. 

 

So let’s get started. 
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There will be three primary individuals from your organization that will play a critical 

role in preventing a wrongful burial.   We will frequently refer to the maintenance crew 

leader, family service representative and a member of the management staff that is the 

most familiar with the layout and design of your cemetery throughout this text.  Each of 

these three individuals will work individually in securing a correct burial.  Throughout 

this text the responsibilities and actions of each department will be denoted in their 

appropriate color of either green, blue or red.  It should be noted, however, that every 

employee has not only the ability but has the responsibility to stop an interment prior to 

disposition of the remains if something does not look or feel correct.   

 

The maintenance crew leader will most likely be the cemetery sexton as he or she is the 

person most familiar with the cemetery layout.  The family service representative will be 

the individual on duty that day and the person who takes the first call.  Usually, the 

member of the management staff with the most knowledge about the cemetery will be the 

general manager of the location but this program does not require this.  It should be noted 

that the interment will not take place without a member of the management staff signing 

off on the pending interment.   

 

                                                     THE FIRST CALL 

 

STEP 1 – The new funeral order is received from the funeral home in which the family 

has placed their trust.  This call will be directed to a family service representative.  The 

family service representative will then fill out each line on the interment authorization 

completely.  If a certain box on the form does not apply then place an “n/a” in that box.  

At the end of the conversation with the funeral director the family service representative 

will then set an appointment at the cemetery office with the next of kin and lot owner.  

Most often, this is the same person but there may be a separate lot owner and next of kin 

in certain circumstances.  We will elaborate on this a bit later. 

 

STEP 2 – The family service representative should post the pending burial on a bulletin 

board in a conspicuous area in the administrative office preferably out of view from the 

general public.  On this board the family service representative should post the name of 

the deceased, funeral home, outer burial container, committal service details, time of the 

funeral service and time of the arrival at the cemetery.  An area for remarks should also 

appear on the bulletin board. 

 

THE FOLLOWING PROCEDURES SHOULD BE FOLLOWED IF INTERMENT 

RIGHTS WERE SELECTED ON A PRENEED BASIS: 

 

STEP 3 – The interment order should now be given to the office manager.  He or she will 

assemble all internal documents pertaining to the lot owner and place them in a common 
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file or clip board.  This should include but is not limited to a copy of the original contract, 

memorial documents and acknowledgements, master card/ownership card records and 

copies of previous interment authorizations and obituaries of persons previously interred 

on the lot.  In general, all cemetery documents that exist for this lot owner need to be 

assembled into one file.  The office manager will now make a complete map of the 

interment rights owned by the lot owner on the grid portion on the interment 

authorization.  Indicate on the grid the interment rights owned, any previous interments, 

preneed memorialization, location of lot pins and all other relevant information that will 

be helpful when family service representative meets with the family.  This file then 

should be placed in a conspicuous location so that it will be readily available for those 

involved in the interment process. 

 

The office manager will then prepare an aluminum tag indicating the full name of the 

deceased and burial location.  This will eventually be given to the maintenance crew 

leader along with a copy of the interment authorization and placed either at the head end 

of the casket or under the urn just prior to final disposition.   

 

STEP 4 – The family service representative should contact the maintenance team leader 

(preferably via two way radio) to have the pending interment, entombment or inurnment 

site flagged.  In the case of a pending interment a green flag should be placed on any lot 

pin(s) corresponding to the lot involved and then a white flag with the last name of the 

deceased should be placed on the actual space to be opened.  In the case where a family 

owns multiple burial rights then a white flag should be placed on each space owned.  In 

the case of a pending entombment a 2” wide piece of blue masking tape (Scotch 3M 

brand) approximately 12” long shall be placed on the crypt row corresponding to the 

pending entombment on or about the second level.  The maintenance crew leader will 

indicate with a black marker how many crypt levels exist and place an “X” on the proper 

crypt space to be opened.  In the case of a columbarium the tape can be placed on the 

actual niche to be used for the pending inurnment. 

 

Additionally, trim around memorials and level bronze memorials if applicable.   

 

                                         THE INITIAL AT NEED CONFERENCE 

 

STEP 5 – This is the second most important step in the process of preventing wrongful 

burial.  Before we get started with step #5 lets clarify something important.  As stated 

prior, the next of kin and the lot owner is usually the same person.  For example;   John 

and Mary Smith visit Lincoln Memory Gardens and purchase two spaces.  27 years later 

John dies.  Mary visits with a family service representative of Lincoln and in this instance 

Mary is both the lot owner and next of kin.  Quite simple, right?   Now, on the other 

hand, Dave and Nancy Smith experience the death of their 16 year old son in a tragic car 

accident.  Nancy’s father Roger Adams owns 6 interment spaces at Forest Lawn in 

Greenwood and wants to offer one of his spaces to Dave and Nancy for the burial of their 

son.  In this instance Dave and Nancy Smith are the next of kin and Roger is the lot 

owner.  For a legitimate and valid interment authorization Roger Adams will need to sign 
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the interment authorization as the lot owner and Dave or Nancy (or both) will need to 

sign as the next of kin.   

 

First, the family service representative will extend sincere condolences over the family’s 

loss.  The first order of business is to review all of the information previously obtained in 

step #1 above including verifying: 

 

- Decedents name (spelling) 

- Decedents date of birth, death and age 

- Decedents social security number 

- Marital status 

- Name, address and two phone numbers for the next of kin and lot owner  

- Verify the families desire to have a graveside or chapel committal service 

- Day, date, time of funeral service and time of arrival at the cemetery 

- Visually show the style of the outer burial container and/or casket that will be used for  

   The deceased if one was purchased from the cemetery either on a at-need or preneed  

   Basis  

- Verify the address of the lot owner at the time of the preneed purchase 

- Verify the legal description of the interment rights owned by the lot owner 

 

STEP 9 - Review the map grid on the interment authorization form and visually show 

exactly how many burial rights were originally purchased and point out all burials that 

were previously made.  Have the family place an “X” on the appropriate space on the 

grid to be opened for the pending interment and have the family place their initials on the 

“X”. 

 

STEP 10 – Obtain all necessary signatures on the interment authorization form.  If, for 

any reason, the next of kin or lot owner should change their mind regarding the interment 

location decision made in the original arrangement conference then they both will have to 

return to the office and a new interment authorization will need to be made and re-signed.  

Under no circumstance should a change of location be accepted over the telephone as the 

cemetery needs written confirmation regarding the change of location. 

 

STEP 11 – Escort the family to the interment site and point out all interment rights that 

were purchased on a preneed basis.  Verify that the white flag placed in step #4 above is 

consistent with what space the family authorized in step #9.  If the family authorized a 

different space to be authorized from what was flagged in step #4 then move the white 

flag to the space actually authorized by the family.  If there is any discrepancy in the map 

grid that was placed on the interment authorization in step #3 above vs. what actually 

exists while visiting the actual interment site then the General Manager should be notified 

immediately.  While the family is still present a blue flag should be placed with the white 

flag indicating that the family has approved this interment location to be opened.  This 

will conclude the families visit at the cemetery and they should be escorted to the 

entrance.  It would be a good idea to show the family the chapel that will be used in the 

event that a chapel committal service was selected.    
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In the event the next of kin or lot owner lives a great distance from the cemetery then the 

interment authorization documents may be faxed to the funeral home in another city.  The 

family may then sign these documents and then fax the signed copies back to the 

cemetery.  Original signatures may then be obtained prior to the committal service on the 

day of the funeral and all other verification steps can be performed at that time. 

 

STEP 12 - The family service representative shall now notify the maintenance crew 

leader and the office manager that a proper interment authorization has been obtained for 

the pending burial and that the space is properly flagged.  The complete file should now 

be returned to the administrative office. 

 

STEP 13 – A copy of the completed interment authorization and the aluminum name 

identification tag should be given to the maintenance team leader so that the interment 

location may be opened. 

 

STEP 14 – By now an obituary should have been published in the local newspaper.  

Attach a copy of the obituary to the interment authorization as a permanent record. 

 

THE FOLLOWING PROCEDURES SHOULD BE FOLLOWED IF INTERMENT 

RIGHTS ARE BEING SELECTED ON AN ATNEED BASIS: 

 

Obviously the maintenance crew leader will not be able to flag the interment location 

until the family has made a decision regarding the location for the pending interment. 

Once the family has selected an interment location then the family service representative 

needs to pass this location information to the maintenance crew leader so that the actual 

location can be flagged. This will give the family service representative a chance to 

complete the necessary paperwork and obtain signatures from the family.  Then, after the 

site has been properly flagged by the maintenance crew leader the family can be taken 

back to visually inspect and flag the actual location. The family can be excused after this 

procedure.  At this time the family service representative can give the maintenance crew 

leader a copy of the completed interment authorization and return the complete file to the 

administrative office.   

 

THE FOLLOWING PROCEDURES SHOULD BE PERFORMED BY THE 

MAINTENANCE CREW LEADER---DOUBLE CHECK AND INTERMENT SITE 

LAY OUT PROCEEDURES: 

 

The maintenance crew member will now have in his or her possession a copy of the 

interment authorization and should pay very close attention to any special requests in the 

“REMARKS” section.  It is always a good idea if the family service representative and 

the maintenance crew leader speak briefly regarding any special circumstances or issues 

regarding the pending interment.   

 

STEP 15 – At the interment site the maintenance crew leader should perform the 

following procedures: 
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A. Re-identify all lot pins and make certain that the number on the head of the pin 

corresponds to the lot indicated on the interment authorization form.  If it is 

difficult to read the number on the head pin then either another head pin left or 

right/above or below may be used as a reference point.  String two lot pins to have 

an accurate measuring point. 

B. Locate the preneed memorial or monument if one was selected and installed on a 

preneed basis and compare the date of birth with the date of birth on the interment 

authorization form.  Verify that the white and blue flags are on the interment 

location corresponding with the preneed memorial or monument and the space 

authorized by the family on the grid section of the interment authorization. 

C. Compare the location of all previous interments written on the interment 

authorization form with the actual interments made at the interment site.  Again, 

notify the General Manager immediately if there is any discrepancy. 

D. Measure the proper distance from the lot pin(s) to the correct space to be opened 

based on the width of each interment space for that section or block.  (For 

example 3’; 3’-2”; 3’-4”; or 3’-6”) 

E. Probe adjacent outer burial containers that may exist either on each side or top or 

bottom as to make certain that they do not encroach into the space to be opened 

for the pending interment. 

F. Place plywood around both sides, top and bottom forming a perfect outline of the 

interment space to be opened.   A PVC frame may also be used for this purpose. 

 

In the case of an entombment or inurnment then all of the information on the blue tape 

strip should be re-confirmed including checking to make sure that surrounding 

entombments or inurnments are consistent with the grid on the interment authorization 

form. An “X” should be placed on the appropriate location to be opened by the 

maintenance crew leader.  Again, if memorialization was purchased on a preneed basis 

then confirm the date of birth information with what is shown on the interment 

authorization. 

 

STEP 16 – If a preneed memorial has been installed for the deceased and is cast bronze 

then this would be a good time to complete the tri scroll with the year of death.  If the 

scroll is full (month-day-year) then remove the scroll so that a new scroll can be ordered. 

 

STEP 17 – Notify management that the interment site is ready to be opened. 

 

INTERNAL PROCEDURES TAKEN BY THE MANAGEMENT CREW LEADER – 

THE TRIPLE CHECK AND FINAL SIGN OFF: 

 

STEP 18 – The following steps are the most important functions in preventing a wrongful 

burial.  The management crew leader should review the entire file that was created by the 

office manager and the family service representative.  Begin by ascertaining the accuracy 

of all internal documents in the family file for the pending interment including the 

original contract, lot book entries, deed, marker acknowledgement, lot owner card and 

any other internal document that exists for the pending interment.  Further, check the 

following items in the interment authorization: 
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A. Verify that the name information on the interment authorization form corresponds 

with the name information printed on the obituary. 

B. Verify that the date of birth on the interment authorization is consistent with what 

is shown on cemetery records. 

C. Verify that the social security number shown on the interment authorization is the 

same that is shown on the preneed contract. 

D. Verify that the interment, entombment or inurnment right legal description is 

consistent on all of the cemetery paperwork.  (Original contract; lot book entry; 

ownership card and interment authorization)  

E. Verify that the interment authorization is signed by both the next of kin and the 

lot owner. 

F. Verify that the map grid has been initialed by the next of kin and lot owner. 

G. Verify that the day, date and time of the funeral service is consistent with what 

appears in the obituary. 

H. Communicate with the family service representative and discuss any special 

requests or circumstances regarding the pending interment. .    

I. If the obituary shows that there is a deceased spouse then confirm that the pending 

interment is being placed next to this deceased spouse unless otherwise instructed 

not to do so by the next of kin. 

 

 

 

STEP 19 - Prepare an independent Blind Check form by documenting the legal 

description of the burial rights selected by the family for the pending interment and 

prepare an independent and separate map grid indicating lot pins, previous interments 

made and outline the interment rights owned by the family.  Do not obtain this 

information from the map grid on the interment authorization.   Place an “X” on the 

appropriate space to be opened.  Compare this blind check form and make sure it agrees 

with the map grid on the interment authorization form.   

 

STEP 20 – Using the blind check form and a copy of the interment authorization form 

physically visit the site of the pending interment and make certain that the correct space 

has a white and blue flag.  Verify previous interments and make certain that the area is 

safe especially if a graveside committal service is planned.  Place a red flag in the correct 

interment space and notify the maintenance crew leader that the interment location is 

ready to be opened. This action will act as a final sign off for the pending interment.  

 

STEP 21 – If the burial space is being opened on the day prior to the burial then secure 

the entire area with plank boards, plywood and caution tape to prevent the public from 

entering this dangerous area.   

 

STEP 22 – As a courtesy, fax a map of the cemetery indicating the location of the 

pending interment to the funeral home handling the arrangements. 

 

PROCEDURES TO FOLLOW AT THE TIME OF THE COMMITTAL SERVICE: 
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STEP 23 – A representative of the cemetery should receive the funeral procession once it 

has entered the cemetery and either be escorted to the cemetery chapel or to the grave 

site.  The cemetery representative should receive the burial permit at this time and verify 

that the name information is correct.  Once the casket is under the care of the cemetery it 

should never be left unattended until the vault has been lowered or until the crypt or niche 

has been sealed.  The casket should never be opened unless a licensed funeral director is 

present and permission has been granted for same from the family.   

 

STEP 24 – After the committal service has concluded and before the interment is made, 

the casket metal tag should be placed at the “head end” of the casket.  In the case of an 

urn then the tag should be attached at the bottom of the urn. 

 

STEP 25 – If the outer burial container is being supplied and installed by an outside vault 

manufacturer then the maintenance crew leader should verify that the outer interment 

container has been lowered and positioned in the proper location as not to encroach into 

an adjacent interment space thus resulting in a wrongful burial. 

 

STEP 26 – The maintenance crew should close the interment space as soon as possible 

after the outer burial container has been sealed and lowered.  If the interment crew is 

dealing with multiple interments at a given time and it is not possible to close the 

interment site immediately then cover the pending interment location and secure the area 

from the general public. 

 

 

 

                             CASEY’S TIPS FOR 

            

        AVOIDING PROBLEMS WITH INTERMENTS 

 
1. Every employee of the cemetery has the authority and obligation to stop an 

interment if you feel anything less than 100% certain that the interment is being 

made in the correct location. 

 

2. Nearly every step and suggestion in this wrongful burial program is included 

because had a cemetery representative followed this step or suggestion a wrongful 

burial would have been prevented. 

 

3. Remember that it is entirely possible to commit a wrongful burial even though the 

decedent was placed in the proper interment space.  Make certain that the 

maintenance crew leader verifies the accuracy of the positioning of the outer 

burial container once it has been placed at the bottom of the interment space.  If it 

has been improperly positioned, it may “squeeze out” an interment that will need 
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to be made at a later date thus resulting in a wrongful interment.  Obtain and post 

the outside dimensions of all outer interment containers that are installed in your 

cemetery.   

 

4. When developing new areas in your cemetery use alternating numerals and letters 

when referencing a specific interment location.  For example, identify a particular 

space as Garden of Prayer, Lot 126, Unit B, Space 1 rather than Section 1, Lot 

126, Unit 2, Space 1.  This system will significantly decrease the likelihood of a 

transposition error made by the cemetery personnel when they refer to this 

location as Prayer/126-B/1 rather than 1/126-2/1. 

 

Further, never use the same number when referencing a specific entombment or 

inurnment location within the cemetery.  Numbers are infinite and free! 

       

5. Maps used by cemetery personnel listing interment, entombment or inurnment 

space inventory should be clean, unfolded and large enough to read easily. 

 

6. Place all spaces owned by an interment right owner on one ownership card even 

though two or more purchases of interment rights may have been made. 

 

7. Make a diagram notation in the cemetery lot book showing the exact placement of 

infants or cremated remains interred in an adult space. 

 

8. When opening the interment space on the day prior to interment then be certain to 

block off the site with yellow or orange “caution” tape to prevent an unauthorized 

person from entering into this dangerous area.  Further, cover the interment area 

with boards and plywood to protect an individual who accidentally strays into the 

area. 

 

9. Always require the use of outer burial containers for all ground inurnments.  

Always require the use of outer interment containers for infants interred in an 

adult section. 

 

10. Always assume that preneed memorials or monuments are installed in the wrong 

location.   

 

11. Tailor your interment authorization form to the specific needs or circumstances 

surrounding your cemetery. 

 

12. Do not assume that your cemetery will be indemnified in a wrongful burial 

lawsuit if your rules and regulations permit you to correct errors. 

 

13. All new purchase and interment lot book entries should be double checked for 

accuracy on a monthly basis by a person other than the person that made the 

original entry. 
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14. Do not assume that individuals that qualify for financial assistance from a 

government agency do not own interment rights prior to death.  Always research 

cemetery ownership files to determine if interment rights were purchased on a 

preneed basis. 

 

15. Casket lowering devices and outer burial container handling equipment should be 

serviced according to the manufacturer’s recommendations and this service 

should only be provided by the original manufacturer.   

 

 

         “O.K., WE HAVE A WRONGFUL 

 

               BURIAL --- NOW WHAT?” 

 
1. Always be 100% honest with the family or families involved and never 

attempt to hide any detail regarding the wrongful burial---“BITE THE 

BULLET!”  Remember that Indiana law is on your side in allowing you to 

correct errors only if you represent true facts to the family.   

 

2. Notify upper management if necessary. 

 

3. Communicate with the family in a private setting. 

 

4. When dealing with the family always demonstrate an honest and sincere 

willingness to correct the wrongful burial in a prompt and professional 

manner. 

 

5. Gather as much information regarding the wrongful burial before meeting 

with the family --- “WORK THE PROBLEM!” 

 

6. If the wrongful burial was noticed by a cemetery representative then notify the 

family in person whenever possible and never correct the error without the 

ENTIRE families knowledge and consent.  Could you imagine being in the 

process of correcting the error without the family’s consent and they arrive to 

place flowers on their loved one’s interment site? 

 

7. Determine who is the best person in your office to inform and communicate 

with the family.  Remember that the General Manager may not be the best 

person to communicate one on one with the family that has been affected by 

the wrongful burial.  Further, only one person should communicate with the 

family and all other cemetery personnel should be told to direct all inquiries to 

that named individual. 
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8. Determine in advance of a wrongful burial who would be the best cemetery 

representative to communicate with the family.  Obtain directive from the 

home office as to who should handle inquiries from the press. 

 

9. The person that communicates with the family should document the date, time 

and content of every conversation, meeting, phone call, or action taken in 

correcting the wrongful burial. 

 

10. Only discuss the problem with the cemetery personnel that needs to know 

about the wrongful burial. 

 

11. Always obtain written permission before correcting the wrongful burial.  

Work with the home office in obtaining indemnification language should this 

become necessary. 

 

12. Correct the wrongful burial as quickly as possible. 

 

13. Hire the same vault company to transfer the outer burial container as not to 

void any implied warranties on the outer burial container. 

 

14. Maintenance staff should wear protective clothing when correcting wrongful 

burials or when performing disinterments. 

 

 

 

      AVOIDING PROBLEMS WITH 

 

 ENTOMBMENTS, DISINTERMENTS 

    

       AND CREMATED REMAINS 

 
1. When performing a disinterment follow all of the steps included in the 

wrongful burial prevention program. 

 

2. Always obtain proper consent from the next of kin and lot owner before 

performing any disinterment.   Require authorization from every member 

of that generation level.  For example, if a father is being disinterred then 

all children need to give consent if the mother is also deceased. 

 

3. Always use a casket tray when performing disentombments even if one 

was not provided during the original entombment. 
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4. Maintenance crew members must wear protective clothing when 

performing disentombments. 

 

5. All cremated remains that are being held in the cemetery office pending 

final disposition should be locked, labeled and secured.  Only authorized 

cemetery employees should have access to this secure location. 

 

6. Always use an outer burial container for all ground inurnments and infant 

burials. 

 

7. Families receiving cremated remains from the cemetery or funeral home 

must acknowledge receipt prior to departing the cemetery or funeral home 

with same. 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-  
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